HARRY BURR FERRIS, M.D.
In the early hours of October 12, 1940, Harry Burr Ferris passed quietly from this life. He had been ill for a relatively brief period following an operation in the New Haven Hospital. The operative wound healed, but grave complications developed and, in spite of heroic measures, he succumbed to them.
He was born May 21, 1865, at Old Greenwich, Connecticut, the son of Samuel Holmes Ferris, a farmer, and Mary Florilla Clark Ferris. His father was a descendant of Jeffrey Ferris, who was one of the original settlers of Greenwich, having purchased his acres from the Indians in 1640. His mother, a descendant of William Clark, who settled in Haddam, Connecticut, in 1662, taught for two years, one in the Dumpling Pond School in the Town of Greenwich and one in the District School in Old Greenwich.
Both Samuel and Mary Ferris were determined to secure a good education for their two sons. Harry B. Ferris' older brother* had been sent to a boarding school in 1879, and in the winter of 1881 his parents decided that the younger boy also should receive instruction beyond that furnished by the District School. In consequence, Dr. Ferris was sent to the Stamford High School in the middle of the school year. Such was his aptitude and industry that he graduated from the High School in June, 1883, as valedictorian of his class, and passed the Yale entrance examinations on July first of that year, without conditions. Thus, in two and a half years, he had completed the entire high school course and met the then Yale entrance requirements of Latin, Greek, Mathematics, and History.
"Chills and fever" was a cyclic visitation of the Old Greenwich region and Dr. Ferris' high school course had been further shortened by a month's absence due to the disease in the fall of his last year. However, he was able to make up the work lost by his illness. blackboard. To the left hung the skeleton, suspended from its "gallows." Beside it, with his right hand through the pelvis, grasping the symphysis, Dr. Ferris discussed a bone. As he extracted information, often painfully, from a student, commented on the answer and amplified it, then turned to another student for more data, the bare bones seemed to take on flesh before our eyes. When, as often happened on rainy days, the skylight above his head leaked and a drop chanced to hit upon the shiny dome of his head, a crinkling at the corners of his eyes was the only response and the work continued without hesitation.
Dr. Ferris possessed the talent of creating visual images in the miinds of his students, pictures in three dimensions which, reinforcing those gained in the dissecting room, formed indelible impressions. This with his uncanny ability in the laboratory to bring order out of apparent chaos in some complicated bit of dissection and his unfailing detection of the accidental excision of small structures were sources of wonder to his students.
An To his younger associates on the departmental staff Dr. Ferris was no less the revered and beloved teacher. In training assistants and instructors, he believed in a "sink or swim" policy. The young instructor received his assignment, a section or a part of the course, and was turned loose to work out his own salvation. Hints and advice were his for the asking, but never proffered unasked. At the close of the assignment, which might cover weeks of work, the instructor gradually awoke to the fact that the plans for the next assignment constituted a complete critique of his earlier performance, without a single reference to it as such. When, gathered together to make up final grades, a not-so-good student came up for discussion, Dr. Ferris would permit a failing grade to be entered only when all possible means of avoiding it were found to be blocked. His concern over a failure was almost as great as that of the student involved.
The example as teacher and superior set by Dr. Ferris has had a profound effect upon his students. One of them expresses the sentiments of all when he writes of Dr. Ferris: "He was and will remain my teaching ideal. I find my attitude toward students and assistants inherited from him. The debt I owe him as a teacher I have tried to pay my students; he would have hoped for that, I'm sure."
Dr. Ferris knew more anatomy than most teachers of that broad subject, but he never went into class without having first thoroughly reviewed the work of the day, though his memory was amazing. Time and again he remarked that a paper presenting data on a matter under discussion would be found in such a volume of a given journal of several years before, the data being given about half-way down the third page of the article. Incredulous search of the article almost always corroborated the accuracy of his recollection.
The scientific publications of Doctor Ferris were not numerous. If one considers the teaching load carried during his earlier years, this is not surprising. That he possessed an inquiring mind, no one could doubt who had talked with him for more than a few minutes. His appended bibliography is short, but characteristic of the man in the painstaking thoroughness of each contribution. His anthropological papers were complete and detailed discussions to which little could be added. His historical contributions were the result of careful investigations, often involving trips to distant points and the unearthing of original material.
His published papers were, however, the least of his original work. His inquisitive mind sought to discover the basic facts underlying the problems he encountered. Delicate dissections, the preparation of corrosion specimens, the making of sections stained by special methods, were almost routine for many years. Their purpose was to render his teaching more effective by giving correct answers to the questions raised by his experience in the laboratory. That his teaching load gave him no opportunity to publish the results of these studies was unfortunate. On occasion, Dr. Ferris has been known to lay down an anatomical journal with a twinkling eye and a chuckle to remark that the author of a certain article had done a nice piece of work. Many years before he, himself, had discovered, but had not published, the facts presented. However, with those authors who had overlooked important factors in controlling their work, he had little patience.
Dr. Ferris felt keenly his duty as a citizen. In addition to serving on many civic committees, he placed his special knowledge at the service of the state. Time and again, he was called upon by thc police authorities to test suspected blood stains or to determine the age, sex, and characteristics of human osseous remains of possible legal importance. Indeed, before he went to the hospital in September, he had nearly completed a study of this kind for the State Police.
The methods he employed in his studies and in his medico-legal work showed his extraordinary mental alertness and his breadth of v-iew. His paper on mitotic division of cancer cells is illustrated by a half-tone plate of 23 photographic figures that would grace any present-day publication. The original photomicrographs were made by Dr. Ferris and the paper was published in 1899! In his tests of blood stains, he used not only histological and chemical methods, but serological as well, at a time when such methods were in their infancy. In presenting his reports he was cautious and impartial, pointing out the limitations of his findings as well as their implications.
The role Dr. Ferris played in the development of the School of Medicine was greater than many have realized. Yale owed him much. One of our great American anatomists from another institution, unhappily now also gone from among us, once remarked that Dr. Ferris had been the "notochord" which served to give cohesiveness to the School of Medicine during its development and which had, in large part, made possible the ultimate attainment of its maturity. When research men were installed in other chairs, he was fortunately retained, for during the process of the school's growing up, his essential contribution was widely recognized. In the second decade of this century, an increase in the number of members of the anatomical staff was begun, but Dr. Ferris refused to divide the work equally with his associates, wishing to assume more than his fair proportion to provide them with more time for their research.
Dr. Ferris' tremendous strength, stemming from his sturdy ancestry and his farm life as a boy, enabled him to do an astonishing amount of sustained physical work. Until almost the time of his retirement he could cheerfully take more punishment in the way of heavy labor and discomfort than any of his younger associates.
He loved the out-of-doors and throughout his life was fond of fishing and hunting. Afloat or ashore, such fish and game as fell to his rod or gun furnished food for thought as well as for the inner man. As a result, his knowledge of the habits and characteristics of fish, birds, and mammals was extraordinary. Even after his retirement, he added to the pleasure of his fishing trips in Florida by fixing and sending the brains of his catches to Dr. Meader for anatomical study.
Dr. Ferris belonged to many organizations. In addition to Phi Beta Kappa, he was a member of Sigma Xi and of Alpha Omega Alpha, of the Anatomists, the Zoologists, the Anthropologists, and of other scientific and professional societies. He was one of the founders, and always the patron saint, of Delta Epsilon Iota, which later became a chapter of Nu Sigma Nu. At the Christmas party, special efforts were made to have him present and members old and young delighted to pay him honor and affection, while he sat, pleased but embarrassed, in their midst. To its members, as to all his students, he was their beloved "Pop" Ferris.
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